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The life of an operational Police Officer is never easy. At times, this can make the life of a Police Officer’s wife and family very hard too. I dedicate this book to my wife, Helen, for sticking by me through this incredible journey. And to my three children Jacob, Michaela and Ashley, who had invaluable input into this publication. I love you with all my heart.


And to my many Police dogs, PD Buddy, PD Zed, PD Vader, PD Axel and PD Jet: Thank you for your service.
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Queensland Police Service Animal Memorial honouring the contribution serving animals have made to Queensland’s law enforcement.







I am a working dog


My eyes are your eyes,
to watch you and
to protect you and yours.
My ears are your ears,
to hear and detect evil minds in the dark.


My nose is your nose,
to scent the invader of your domain.


And so you may live,
my life is also yours.


Author unknown




Foreword


In the late 1990s, I was stationed at Cairns, where I met Dave Raymond, a member of the local Queensland Police Service Police Dog Squad Unit. We have kept in touch since then and I am grateful for the opportunity of providing the Foreword to this book.


My first operational exposure to the Dog Squad was as a detective in the 1980s on the Sunshine Coast. They had no equal in terms of courage, dedication, determination, resilience, skill and resolve.


Policing involves many things but is primarily about providing for the safety and security of the community it serves. As demonstrated in this book, it is not possible to do that without putting an officer’s own safety at risk. In a sense it becomes a contest where there is no silver medal, no second place, it’s win or lose. In that contest there is no place for self-doubt, and the bond between officer and dog is characterised by reciprocal absolute loyalty and trust.


It is a unique bond and, at its best, it’s as though the handler and dog merge into one entity with a shared singular focus. As indicated at the book’s outset, the three primary roles for police dogs are general purpose (Dave Raymond’s area), drug and bomb detection. All are important, and this book is a representative tribute to the roles of police dogs and their handlers more broadly.


A dog’s life is short compared to ours, and a police dog’s operational life is even shorter.


The book also provides recognition not just to Vader but also to his many four-legged colleagues past, current and future.


Apart from the tangible aspects of policing such as rank and awards, officers – in the course of their careers – establish a reputation which relates closely to their internal operational credibility. I feel confident in stating that Dave Raymond’s reputation is up with the best.


Robert (Bob) Atkinson AO APM
Commissioner Queensland Police Service 2000-2012
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Police Dog Vader proudly wearing his Queensland Police Canine Service Medallion.







Introduction


I remember 15 May 2015 like it was yesterday. I woke up at 7 am and headed to the back of our family acreage to let Vader out of his kennel for the day. It was something I had been doing every morning for nearly 20 years — letting my police dogs out into the yard.


The night before I had put Vader away in his kennel at about midnight and fed him. He didn’t inhale his food as usual, but with some encouragement, he slowly ate. I didn’t think much of it at the time but made a mental note to take him to the vet in the morning for a check-up.


When I opened the first gate to the yard and saw him lying out the front of his kennel — something he often did — I already knew. I don’t know how I knew, but I did.


I opened the second, smaller gate to the kennel, stepped inside and touched him. He was dead.


I closed the kennel and walked back to the house into the bedroom. I lay on the bed beside my wife Helen, stared up at the ceiling for a few moments, then said quietly, ‘Vader’s dead.’


‘WHAT?’


‘Vader’s dead.’


‘Where? What?’


‘He’s dead in his kennel,’ I answered.


It was ironic, really. After everything Vader had been through as a police dog, I’d always imagined him going out in some dramatic blaze — in a hail of bullets, or a knife fight, or something equally intense. From jumping through the windows of moving vehicles to swimming through crocodile-infested waters and tackling armed offenders, Vader had lived an action-packed life.


But that wasn’t how it ended, it seemed a dramatic end wasn’t on his cards. My dedicated and loyal partner of five years died quietly, on the floor of his kennel, of unknown causes.


I got up and went back outside, just to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. I knelt beside Vader and gently stroked his fur.


My wife came to the back door and looked towards the kennel.


‘Can you bring me a blanket?’ I asked.


Helen went back inside and returned with some towels. I wrapped Vader carefully, lifted him in my arms, and placed him in the back of my police car. It would be his last ride in a police vehicle.


Back inside the house, I broke the news to my kids. There was shocked disbelief, and many tears followed the sad news. I messaged my staff to let them know, then drove Vader to the pet cemetery to be prepared for cremation.


After speaking to the cemetery staff, I took Vader out of the car and laid him gently on the metal bench. I bent down, hugged him tightly for the final time, saying my goodbyes through tears, and headed back home.


That day, I had lost both my best friend and my loyal working partner.


The media scrum that ensued in the following days — not only local but statewide and national — was astonishing. It was a testament to Vader’s popularity — and his significant contribution to Queensland. Television interviews, newspaper stories, talkback interviews and so many sympathy cards — some from as far away as the United States of America — were all part of the aftermath. All of Australia’s TV news outlets ran stories on the death of Police Dog Vader. Snippets of footage were broadcast from stories on the thousands of jobs he had attended over the years.


Vader was gone, but his legacy will never be forgotten.


It is not only those with two legs who are born with the courage to walk the thin blue line. Vader was one of Queensland Police’s ‘finest’. His image now sits proudly the Police Dog Squad Memorial in the garden of the Queensland Police Service Academy — the training centre for all police officers.


The dedications are a tribute to the phenomenon that was Police Dog VADER, registration number PD 239.


This is our story.




CHAPTER 1


Police Dog Zed


The call came through that a naked man armed with a knife had threatened children in the backyard of a home in the leafy suburb of Earlville in Cairns, Far North Queensland. Confronted by the homeowner, the offender disappeared down the banks of a dry creek bed and out of sight.


Police Dog Zed and I arrived only ten minutes later, tasked with tracking the offender and bring him to justice. Zed and I had been together for a couple of years and had, up until now, missed most of the ‘big jobs’.


‘This is make or break Zed, don’t let me down mate,’ I told him quietly as I put him into his tracking harness.


I had been somewhat apprehensive of late about Zed’s ability to back me up in violent situations. Zed was a friendly and loyal dog. He loved everyone, which was not a particularly good trait for a police dog — especially if confronted with armed or dangerous offenders. I liked him though, and in turn he liked me, so I wanted to give him every opportunity to succeed. In addition to his easygoing personality, Zed’s tracking ability was outstanding. This was, however, going to be his final test — to track, locate and apprehend an offender. If Zed was successful, he could have a long career in the Queensland Police Service. If Zed failed the test, he’d be retired to live a happy and fulfilled life as a family pet in my backyard.


I let Zed out of the purpose-built police dog car and placed the tracking harness, attached to its long lead, over his head and around his body. I clicked the plastic buckle together, which, along with a single command, was the sign for him to engage tracking mode. I took him over to where the suspect had last been seen and ordered him to ‘seek’. It didn’t take long before Zed had located the offender’s track, heading west along the dry creek bed behind a row of houses on one side and bushland on the other. The track appeared relatively fresh, and Zed worked at speed, following the creek bed, dodging obstacles of large rocks and tree roots.


Contrary to popular belief, police dogs are trained to follow the human scent of the last person to depart the scene of a crime, and not the scent of an article of clothing (as it’s often shown in movies). The ‘movie’ technique is a valid method called ‘scent discrimination’; the tracking dog is given an article of clothing to smell and tasked with following that scent. This technique is usually used for people who have gone missing. In police work, however, offenders rarely leave an article of clothing behind at the crime scene. Hence police dogs are taught the alternative technique of ‘last scent’.


A kilometre of tracking along the creek bed brought us to an area bordered on two sides by 3 metre cliff faces. Zed was looking up to his right and began to jump up on the side of the cliff. This was a clear indication that the offender had scaled the cliff. I may have had reservations about Zed’s courage, but his tracking ability could never be doubted. Zed had always been methodical and accurate on track. He had only ever failed to apprehend an offender when they absconded from the area in a vehicle or had fled into contaminated areas. Until now, none of the offenders Zed had located had been violent. All had surrendered into custody with no need for him to bite. This job would be very different.


I trusted Zed’s indication and after hoisting him up the cliff I grabbed a tree root that protruded from the cliff face to pull myself up to the top of the rise. I knew that if the offender was able to scale this obstacle, he was reasonably fit; I relished the challenge. At the top there was sparse bushland and Zed took off again, fast, zigzagging in and out of trees and through long grass, while I tried to keep up. Some 200 metres further on, Zed came to an abrupt halt. His ears were erect, tail pointed to the sky. Zed had given the textbook indication that a human was close.


Within seconds, a man appeared from behind a tree about 50 metres away. Since he was stark naked, I had little doubt he was the offender. The man stood between two trees holding an object I couldn’t identify in his right hand, waving it about threateningly. Zed gave a vicious bark, which was a good sign he was ready to play; this made me feel more at ease. There was another problem too. I had been so focused on Zed during the tracking that I had no idea where I was in terms of requesting assistance via radio. I did know, however, that I was far away from any immediate help.


I stared at the man and issued the standard formal challenge: ‘This is the police with a police dog. Drop the weapon, or I will release the dog.’


Hoping for a reaction that would indicate he’d comply with my instructions, I stood my ground as Zed continued to bark. I knew Zed could eat up the distance in a matter of seconds, but I had no intention of releasing my loyal partner to apprehend an armed offender. The consequences for both of us could be dire.


The offender answered my challenge with: ‘If you send the dog in, I’ll stab him. I have a knife,’ and immediately turned his back, running further into the sparse bushland. The chase was on, with Zed still on his long line and me trailing behind. Having a good grip on the line meant I had control of Zed and could pull him out of danger if necessary. Zed was no longer on a track. Even though the offender was in sight, Zed had shifted to wind scenting. Instead of putting his nose to the ground, he detected the human scent lingering in the air. We lost sight of the offender when he jumped a fence into an adjacent backyard. Thirty seconds later, Zed was over the fence too. I followed.


As luck would have it, the backyard belonged to an off-duty police officer. His wife, who had been standing by the kitchen window, saw the events unfold and hurriedly informed her husband. This stroke of luck would save me from possibly a very serious injury.


Meanwhile, the chase continued, over another fence and back into bushland. Zed and I were still in hot pursuit, gaining on the offender with every stride. We were only 20 metres away when he seemed to realise it wouldn’t be long till we caught up with him. He rounded a fence and was out of my sight. I now decided it was time for Zed to apprehend the offender by himself. I released his long line and commanded Zed to ‘Rouse’. This was to be the crucial test: could Zed chase, locate and bring down the offender, so I could deal with him appropriately?


Zed took off, rounding the fence and disappearing from sight — but I was in hot pursuit. I drew near the fence corner and rounded it. BANG! I was met by a two-metre piece of timber as it smashed across my face, immediately drawing blood. The timber split in two, as did my nose. I felt warm blood flowing liberally down my face from the gash across my nose and another above my eye. The force of the blow sent me flying backwards onto the ground. The offender took this opportunity to kick me in the chest, knocking the wind out of me. I rolled away and managed to stand up. Through a haze of blood and sweat, I saw the offender coming towards me again — but this time I’d be ready for him. My 30 years of martial arts experience left me confident that most offenders couldn’t match me, but the force of the blow had blurred my vision and dented that confidence. My only backup was Zed, but he was running around the two of us thinking this was a new game. Instead of protecting me, he wanted to play — literally play. I knew from that moment I was entirely on my own. Police Dog Zed had failed the critical test.


The offender ran towards me with closed fists, but I struck him first — with my fist to his face, using all the force I could muster. The blow knocked him to the ground and he rolled onto his side, trying to get back on his feet. Instead, he rolled down the three-metre embankment, landing on his feet at the bottom, in a backyard. I followed, sliding down the hill on my backside with ex-Police Dog Zed (‘ex’ owing to his impending retirement) eagerly following, still enjoying what he thought was a game.


When I reached the yard, the offender was waiting for me; he kicked my already damaged face, making my injuries bleed more profusely. I managed to roll away and scramble to my feet as he came in for another attempt. My martial arts training took over, and I kicked him in the stomach with my size ten boot, making him double over.


Sensing victory, I followed up with a punch to the side of the offender’s head, aiming to stun him. I now gripped him in a headlock and spun him around. We were both standing, but I had him in a neck restraint from behind; I started to squeeze. The offender continued to struggle, and in an effort to break free, he bit down on my hand, taking a small chunk out of my thumb. I reached down to remove the capsicum spray from its holster on my utility belt. Moving the canister out in front of both of us, I depressed the nozzle. The offender, seeing this, moved his head to the left. Both of us bore the full brunt of the looming orange cloud.


Capsicum spray (pepper spray) is an inflammatory agent, making your eyes immediately close. A runny nose, difficulty breathing, coughing and gagging are some other effects. These can last anywhere between 30 and 45 minutes — sometimes longer. Recruits at the Police Training Academy are deliberately sprayed in the face and taught to continue fighting despite these effects. I had also experienced the ‘blow back’ effect of capsicum spray, where another police officer uses capsicum spray and the wind direction takes it into their partner’s face. Not a pleasant experience.


I thought, ‘Could this day get any worse?’ Blood, sweat, capsicum spray, suffering from fatigue and injury, the safest thing to do was for me to take the offender to the ground and restrain him until help arrived. Meanwhile, Zed was having a terrific time running around both of us, crouching down beside us, and yelping excitedly from time to time — playing his own game. Holding the offender in a neck restraint, I dropped to the ground and pinned him on the grass, finally gaining control.


Zed, who by now sensed my dissatisfaction and anger with him, kept his distance. I reached for my police radio, calling in urgent assistance. The communications room responded immediately, but I couldn’t give them my exact location — we’d run several kilometres through the bush.


I was weighing up my rather limited options when someone called out from the top of the bank.


‘Dave, are you okay mate? I’m coming to help.’


It was the familiar voice of Sergeant Warren Johnson.


‘Thanks mate,’ I answered, ‘I’m a little injured. Just come and grab this bloke.’


‘What about that dog?’ he asked, obviously hesitant to approach.


‘Don’t worry about him. You’ll be okay, trust me,’ I replied.


Police dogs have a reputation for not being able to distinguish between offenders and innocents, resulting in the odd occasion where a police officer has been bitten. Warren’s hesitation to approach was understandable.


Warren reached my side without incident, grabbed the handcuffs off my utility belt and put them around the wrists of the offender. Still suffering the effects of the capsicum spray, in pain, and physically exhausted, I rolled off the offender only to be jumped upon by a very playful, happy Zed. Needless to say, there was no enthusiasm on my part to play. I knew this was the end of Zed’s career as a police dog.


I wiped the blood from my face and, with a weary sense of frustration, called Zed to my side one last time — my voice sharper than I intended. Tail tucked between his legs, he came to sit beside me. It took me a few moments to gather myself before I led Zed back to my car.


Warren had been able to provide my exact location, and soon a police crew arrived to transport the offender to the watch house, for processing and charging. The paramedics also arrived, patching my injuries and watering my eyes to clear the last of the capsicum spray before loading me onto a stretcher and taking me to the hospital by ambulance. Another handler took care of Zed for me.


I had suffered a broken nose, needed stitches above my right eye and had several other cuts, scratches and bruises. I eventually required surgery to repair my face, but all in all had emerged from the dispute reasonably intact.


This incident was indeed to be Police Dog Zed’s final shift. I did spend two weeks at the Police Academy trying to retrain him, but Zed was unable to qualify in all the competencies, so he was then immediately retired. Zed has since led a happy and healthy life as part of our family.


Zed’s retirement, though, signalled the beginning of my partnership with Police Dog Vader.




CHAPTER 2


Welcoming Vader


Vader, born on 7 January 2006, was bred by the Royal Australian Airforce. The Queensland Police Service acquired him in an exchange program for training as a general-purpose police dog.


Vader was two when he began training at the Police Academy, and for the first two years of his police career was stationed in Brisbane with Senior Constable Craig Watson, where they worked the streets. When this handler received a promotion and departed the dog squad for greener pastures, Vader was returned to the kennels, ready and waiting for the next handler in urgent need of a replacement dog. Thanks to Police Dog Zed, that happened to be me.


In July 2010 I was sent to the Police Dog Squad complex to be reteamed with Police Dog Vader.


‘Take him out of the kennel, take him to the park and get a good strong bond with him. We’ll start training first thing tomorrow morning,’ said the trainer.


‘Anything I should know about him?’ I enquired.


‘No, he’s fine. He’s a lovely dog,’ the trainer replied.


I walked over to the row of kennels and went along until I came to number five. There was a jet black German Shepherd at the back of this kennel watching me intently, unsure if I was friend or foe. The chew toy I produced from my pocket quickly dispelled any notion that I might be a threat. Vader started to wag his tail, running towards me.


When I opened the kennel door Vader, clearly starved of consistent play time, jumped up and grabbed the toy, attempting to wrestle it from my grasp. After a short play with the toy, I clipped on his lead and we headed to the police vehicle. Without hesitation, Vader jumped into the back — and we were off on our first ‘bonding’ session, to a suburb called Wacol.


Wacol is in western side Brisbane, close to the Dog Squad kennels. It includes a disused psychiatric facility with many large, old buildings; rolling hills; and acre upon acre of fields. The disused facility made an excellent training ground, and it was used by extensively — not only for dog training courses but also for other police training. The area has since been approved as the site for the new Queensland Police Academy. It was an ideal area to get to know Vader better — his traits, his abilities, and apparently his intense hatred of any small animal. Unfortunately, the trainer had omitted to share this useful piece of information.


I decided to let Vader out for his first run around at an old cricket ground, surrounded by a small white picket fence. Unbeknown to me, this was a resident wallaby’s favourite grazing area. As I dropped the tailgate and opened the kennel to let Vader out, he bolted past me, making a beeline toward the unsuspecting wallaby, which he had already spied.


‘Vader, NO! COME,’ I yelled, as loud as I possibly could.


It might be a figment of my imagination, but Vader seemed to glance back at me for a split second. If he’d been able, he’d probably have raised his middle finger in defiance, but the look in his eyes said something like ‘No way — he’s mine.’


Vader was already at full speed by the time the poor wallaby saw the onrushing black missile. Chasing after Vader would have been futile, so I watched helplessly as the wallaby turned and jumped towards the outer perimeter fence of the cricket ground, Vader in hot pursuit. In a single bound the wallaby hopped over the fence, and like a hurdler in the 110 metre finals Vader, without missing a beat, followed.


I was still screaming at the top of my lungs for Vader to return, but had no alternative to being an extremely distressed spectator as both wallaby and dog disappeared into the bush at some distance.


What to do?


I’d taken possession of this police dog for a whole 15 minutes and already succeeded in losing him. I had visions of helicopters searching from above, while multiple police combed the area on foot.


How utterly embarrassing.


I waited about ten minutes before returning to my car and driving over to where I had seen the two animals disappear. No sign of them.


I drove along the perimeter of the fence, hoping beyond hope that Vader would see the vehicle and return, preferably without his prey. I searched for some 30 minutes before deciding to face the music and let my superiors know that I had lost Vader.


I had reached for my mobile phone to dial the number when Vader appeared from the bush, panting profusely. When I got out of the car and opened the door of the kennel, he leapt over the fence. Without giving me so much as a passing glance, Vader hopped in the back. There was absolutely no conversation, but the look in his eyes said, ‘Sorry mate, I missed him. Maybe next time.’


Mixed emotions — anger, relief, frustration and happiness — flooded through me. I finally had my dog back, and there was the added bonus of not having to explain how I lost him. Slamming the tailgate down, I took a few deep breaths, then hopped in the police car and drove back to the academy. I’d had quite enough ‘bonding’ for one day. At the kennels, I put Vader back in his place. He was still ignoring me, so I took a few deep breaths and left — tomorrow was another day.
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